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GELLERT'S PHILOSOPHICAL POETRY. 

ADOPTED BY BEETHOVEN AS THE CONFESSION OF HIS RE- 
LIGIOUS FAITH. 

BEETHOVEN was born a Roman Catholic and in his 
early childhood he received impressions exclusively 
of Catholic traditions, Catholic worship, and Catholic art. 
It must always have appeared to the boy that the Catholic 
church was the only religious institution. When he left the 
city of his childhood and youth whose government was in the 
hands of a prince-archbishop, one of the electors of the Holy 
Roman empire, he came to Vienna which is now and was 
especially in his days a typically Roman Catholic city. It 
is remarkable that under these circumstances he was not 
more limited in his religious conviction and art by the 
ecclesiastical influence which had a strong hold, for in- 
stance, on Liszt. Beethoven's religion had broadened 
under the influence of his acquaintance with other world- 
conceptions, and it appears that Gellert contributed most 
to the formation of his views. 

Beethoven was a great reader, and we can trace the 
growth of his conceptions not only by the books he read but 
also by the very sentences which impressed him, for he 
had a habit of underlining what struck him forcibly, and 
thus we can trace his philosophical and religious develop- 
ment. Though he never broke away from the church, he 
broadened, and his general attitude was not greatly dif- 
ferent from that of any other great man of his age. He 
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admired Goethe though the two men were too different in 
character and disposition to become friends. 

Beethoven's religion was strongly tinted by the ra- 
tionalism of the Kantian school. His God was not the 
miracle worker, not the God who had revealed himself 
exclusively to Jews and Christians, and yet Beethoven did 
not hesitate to lend his art to the composition of a great 
mass. He was too broad to reject the artistic conception 
of a religion the dogmas of which he had outgrown. 

As a rule when people broaden they become narrow in 
the very field of their mental growth. They love to parade 
their breadth of mind by objecting to those forms which 
characterize the narrower views. Not so Beethoven. He 
did not frequent the church or attend service, but he did 
not hesitate, when the opportunity offered, to write a 
mass for his friend the archduke Rudolf at his installation 
as archbishop of Olmiitz, utilizing the traditional form 
of service that was customary in the Roman Catholic 
church. But his composition outgrew the limits of its 
earlier form. It became a cosmic epic, a doxology of the 
Creator, a triumphal song of God's glory and a proclama- 
tion of his divine dispensation. 

The composition of this Missa Solemnis is no longer 
ecclesiastical in style. It has become poetry, and as such 
the Roman Catholic mode of worship serves as the basis 
for the presentation of a broader theme. It is like a 
philosophical drama in music; it is the denouement of 
the entire world process, an anthem to the infinitude of 
existence and -the victorious advance of evolution, a hymn 
to the world-order. 

In this same sense we have to interpret also Bee- 
thoven's compositions of the six religious songs of Gel- 
lert. They are Protestant in tone and Protestant in the 
austerity of their devotion. Beethoven accepts them not 
in the letter of the word but more as an artistic attitude 
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to express his own sentiments. We cannot doubt that 
upon the whole he made the thoughts his own, and 
here in Gellert's songs, if anywhere, is expressed his 
own religious conviction. From the sentiment of the sixth 
of these songs, called "Penitential Hymn," the present 
generation has become estranged, and it will be difficult 
for us to understand Beethoven's attitude; but it will ex- 
plain itself if we consider that Beethoven in his constant 
fear of appearing insincere frequently gave offense to his 
best friends, and then showed his regret by profuse ac- 
knowledgement of his mistake. These outbursts of temper 
and an ostensible show of discourtesy toward his very best 
friends, most of whom belonged to the highest circles of the 
Austrian aristocracy, are mainly due to his democratic 
pride and to the fear lest he depart from his ideal of inde- 
pendence. It was for the sake of the God Within him that 
he was carried away to brusqueness and rude behavior, and 
he felt the adjustment had to be made with himself before 
God alone. 

We here insert a translation of the six hymns of Gel- 
lert, following mainly the translation of H. Stevens. They 
read as follows : 

PRAYER. 

O Lord, thy goodness reaches far, 

As far the clouds are guided; 

By mercy crown'd, thy creatures are 

With needful help provided. 

Lord ! my defense, my tower and shield, 

To me a gracious audience yield, 

Approve my supplication. 

LOVE THY NEIGHBOR. 

If one shall say, "I love the Lord," 
While yet his brother hating, 
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With mockers he shall reap reward, 
God's truth abominating; 
For God is love, and wishes me 
With all on loving terms to be. 

DEATH. 

Life is ebbing fast away, 
Hourly towards the grave I hasten ; 
Death may come without delay, 
Let this thought my spirit chasten. 
Man bethink thee Death is rife, 
One thing needful is in life. 

NATURE PRAISES GOD. 

The Heavens declare the Lord's infinite glory, 

The sea and earth sound forth his name, 

And tell their origin's wonderful story, 

Mark well, O Man, what they proclaim. 

Who gave the numberless stars their existence, 

Who calls the Sun from his abode, 

He cames in brightness and smiles from the distance, 

And like a hero keeps his road. 

power of god. 
God is my song! 
In strength he reigns victorious, 
High is his name, 
And all his works are glorious; 
Earth, Sea and Heaven to him belong. 

penitential hymn. 
t 

'Gainst thee alone, God, have I sin committed, 
And evil done in thy dread sight, 
Thou seest my guilt for which thy wrath is fitted, 
See, Lord, my woe and sore affright. 
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My piteous wail, my sighs are all before thee, 
My tears of deep and bitter grief. 

God, my God, shall I in vain implore Thee? 
How long wilt thou deny relief? 

Lord, do not after my deserts reward me. 
Chastise me not ! Show me thy face ; 

1 crave for thee! thy pardon, Lord, accord me, 
O God of patience and of grace. 

n. 

grant me early, God, thy consolation, 
Oh Father of mercy, God of love, 

For thine own name's sake grant my supplication, 
Thou lov'st to bless from Heav'n above. 

Let me thy pathway tread; let me be steady 

In my obedience to thy word. 

To do thy will I shall be always ready, 

1 am thy servant, thou my Lord. 

Lord, hasten thou to shelter and defend me ; 

Thy light shall lead, point out the goal. 

Thy helping hand, O Lord, thy helping hand extend me 

And with thy comfort fill my soul. 

Paul Carus. 



